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Saving Our Common Wealth
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April 30, 2010

I want to begin with a thank you. 

I’ve been working as a free-lance writer and historian for 38 years now, and my single most important resource has always been libraries.

I’ve used academic libraries and a variety of special libraries, but I have relied most heavily on public libraries.

I visit Milwaukee’s most often, of course, but I’ve also reeled through microfilm and leafed through old papers in libraries from Eau Claire to Fond du Lac and from Green Bay to Kenosha. 

Very simply, if you didn’t do your job, I couldn’t do my job. 

Without libraries, I’d probably be selling life insurance or teaching high school history. 

So please accept the thanks of a grateful patron.

I’d also like to ask a question. 

When you consider the hours you’re open, your staffing levels, your collections, and your overall operating budgets, how many of you think your libraries are in better shape than they were, say, five years ago?

Now, how many of you believe you face more challenges on more fronts than you did five years ago?

I know it’s scant comfort, but you’re hardly alone. 

From Phoenix to Houston to Seattle to Philadelphia, America’s public libraries are under siege. 

They are trimming staff, cutting hours, and closing facilities. 

Many of you have horror stories of your own. 

The ones I know best are from my home library, Milw. Public. 

I’ve been a patron of MPL since I could walk. 

When I was growing up on S. 34th St., the storefront branch on 28th and Forest Home was the outer limit of my known world. 

During various stages of my work as a historian, the Humanities Room at the Central Library has been virtually my second home.

For the last 15 years or so, I’ve been a trustee of Milwaukee Public. 

For at least half that time, we have been the incredibly shrinking library. Adjusted for inflation, our materials budget has declined by 53% in the last decade. 

In the last year alone, our system’s hours have been cut a whopping 22%. 

We have not closed a facility—not yet—but we’ve come perilously close. 

System-wide, both circulation and patron count are down in direct proportion to the cut in hours. If you close it, they won’t come. 

What’s so heart-rending is that we are providing less service at a time when more people are in need.

About two months ago, the MPL board approved a plan to reconfigure the system as a combination of area, neighborhood, mixed-used, and express libraries. 

Director Paula Kiely and her staff have spent hundreds of hours trying to develop a model that’s sustainable with the resources available. 

I think the plan has great potential, but the numbers are a moving target, and the political way forward is anything but clear. 

In the meantime, our budget woes continue.

What’s going on here? I know the recession has had an impact on all of us. I know that rising health care costs affect everyone. 

I know that pension costs are soaring as my bloated generation works its way into retirement. 

But these things are all situational. They will presumably moderate with time.

What’s going on, I think, is a much broader assault on the public sector, one that predates the recession and will continue when it’s over. 

Voters, at least the most vocal voters, have made it clear that they have no interest in new taxes and would in fact like to pay much less.

A disturbing number of politicians are playing to that sentiment. 

They take a certain anarchic glee in cutting down to the bone and beyond. 

There are a lot of Tea Parties out there—and a lot of Mad Hatters.

The Queen of Hearts is certainly having her day. 

“Off with her head!,” she screams, and politicians with even modestly broader agendas run for cover.

What’s behind the current animus? There are at least three factors at work, in my opinion. 

The first is a generalized feeling of economic powerlessness. 

The price of gasoline scrapes against $3, but we can’t raid the refinery. Health care costs spiral out of control, but we wouldn’t dare forget our co-pays, and it would be illegal to throw rocks through the windows of the nearest Aurora facility. 

Likewise with rising college tuition costs – the heads of UW or Marquette or Lakeland are not subject to recall.

Elected officials, by contrast, are fair game. In America, we can make our voices heard by choosing our representatives, and frustrated consumers have vented their spleen at the polls. 

Their impatience with runaway costs elsewhere has led some voters to support candidates who pledge to rein in public spending. 

The result is a misplaced attack on government — misplaced because it is ultimately an attack on themselves.

At the very least, the skeptics say, you’ve got to run government like a business. Well, government is emphatically not a business. 

Yes, you have to meet a payroll, let contracts, deal with vendors, interact with customers, and so on, but government is different in kind from business. 

It is not an enterprise created for the profit of its owners.  

It is more like a cooperative whose purpose is service to its members. Downsizing is therefore never the appropriate metaphor.

A second factor in the current anti-government crusade is that, frankly, we’ve had some lousy leadership in recent years. 

From the pension scandal in Milwaukee to the caucus scandal in Madison, and through a variety of individual misdeeds, Wisconsin seems to have abandoned its proud tradition of squeaky-clean public servants. 

The miscreants are a minority, but they have poisoned the entire community’s attitude toward government.  

It’s always the bad news that makes good news. 

It’s the misbehavior of the few that draws attention, and that conduct diminishes the stature of the many.  

As respect for public office is compromised, so is support for the public sector as a whole.

I suspect that you didn’t become public librarians because you expected to get rich. 

You entered the field because you have a love for literature, or a thirst for knowledge, or because you relish the tangible delights of living in a world of information. 

Plus, you don’t have to correct homework papers. 

Unfortunately, when voters think of the public sector these days, they don’t visualize the overworked librarian, the harried health inspector, or the park supervisor trying to cut twice the grass with half the help.  

They think of six-figure pension payouts, and what they view as a bunch of lazy freeloaders growing fat at the public trough. 

Demagogues on the radio and elsewhere seize on cases of misconduct to tar everyone in the public sector with the same brush.

There’s a third force behind the cut-at-all-costs movement, and it’s the one I find the most troubling. 

That is what I consider a rampaging epidemic of selfishness in this country.  

From the very beginning, one hallmark of American society has been a durable tension between individualism and community.  

You can express it in different ways — competition vs. cooperation, the solitary I vs. the greater We, private rights vs. public welfare.  

However you state it, Americans have always had trouble finding the appropriate balance between self and society. 

The pendulum has certainly shifted to self in our day.  

A few years ago, I fell into party conversation with a guy who was complaining about Milwaukee’s high property taxes.  

I said, “But look at what they pay for. Look at the great park system we have.”  

He replied, “I’d rather put it in my lawn.”  

What do you do with an attitude like that?  How can you build from it?  Civil society dissolves into a mass of isolated individuals, each looking out for Number One.

It may be some comfort to know that we’ve been here before. 

One of the things I love about history is the context it offers. 

Change is the only constant, I know, but there are times when I think that there truly is nothing new under the sun. 

Wisconsin has weathered any number of grassroots revolts over the years, and other generations have expressed a profound lack of faith in government.

In 1857, for instance, newspapers blasted one alderman, Jackson Hadley, as “king of the Tax-Eaters” for dispensing public works jobs to immigrant voters.

In the 1880s, a group called the Taxpayers League prevailed upon the state legislature to cap the city of Milwaukee’s tax rate. 

The result was what one historian called “a serious curtailment of municipal activity,” including library activity.

In 1948, another taxpayers group petitioned the Common Council to freeze property taxes at their 1942 level, with absolutely no regard for the consequences.

Tax rebellions are a hardy perennial in the garden of local government, and so, unfortunately, is corruption.

I don’t mean to downplay the gravity of recent lapses, but let me assure you that things have been infinitely worse.  

One of Milwaukee’s three founders was a Connecticut-born Yankee named Byron Kilbourn.  

He was, among other things, a railroad promoter.  

In 1856 Kilbourn tried to secure a land grant for his LaCrosse & Milwaukee line.  

Leaving nothing to chance, he bribed the entire state legislature, and only six members of that august body turned him down.  

Seventy-two said, “Glad to help you.”

History can tell us a great deal about our lapses and our conflicts, but it can be inspirational as well. 

I often find myself returning to Milwaukee in the years between 1910 and 1960.  

There, not so long ago, you will find an alternative view of government.  

It was during that time, despite the pressures of depression and war, that Milwaukee was infused with a lively sense of civic possibility.

The people responsible for that sense were, by and large, Socialists, and they played the same role in Milwaukee that Progressives played in the rest of Wisconsin.

I’m not a Socialist—I’ve worked as a small businessman for nearly 40 years—and I doubt that there are enough Socialists assembled here to caucus in a phone booth. 

But you have to admire the way they governed.   

The key to understanding them is the concept of “public enterprise.”  Milwaukee Socialists believed that public funds should be invested in public libraries, public parks, public housing, public health, a public port, and public planning — all for the greater good of the greatest number.  

They put so much emphasis on public works, including sewage treatment, that some of their simon-pure comrades called them “sewer Socialists.”  

They brought both values and vision to their task, tempered by a distinctly common-sense approach.  

Under Socialist leadership, Milwaukee was transformed from a cesspool of corruption to one of the best-governed big cities in America.

That did not mean breaking the bank.  

Milwaukee’s Socialists were famously cheap. 

Mayor Dan Hoan committed the city to a pay-as-you-go approach that made Milwaukee debt-free in 1943. 

No other big city in the country could make that claim.  

How did they do it?  Through an emphasis on economy, efficiency, and commitment to public service.

If you’re looking for pointers, or just talking points, listen to what some of the leading Socialists said:

-- Here’s Emil Seidel, mayor from 1910-1912, on his dream of making 

Milwaukee the most beautiful city in America -- “It will cost money, but what of it?  That is what money is for, to be spent for something that is of value.  

Complaint over the increase in taxes is foolishness…. There is no corporation in Milwaukee which gives the people so much for the dollar that they pay as does the city of Milwaukee.”

-- Dan Hoan, mayor from 1916-1940 -- “The objective is to give the best

government possible, and, though not necessarily at a low tax rate, at the lowest cost that can be paid.”

-- And Hoan again -- “The truth is that the tax rate is a very 

inconsequential factor in the location of modern industries....  Service is the essential factor. What are you getting for each dollar expended? ... Service, not dollar-worship, must be our goal.”

-- Frank Zeidler, mayor from 1948-1960 -- “There is no such thing as 

cheap government.  It is better to pay for preventive measures at the start than pay for curative measures later.” 

-- Zeidler, who left us three years ago at the age of  93, saw public   

service, including library service, as a high calling: 

“We participate in local government in order that by our participation there may emerge nobler beings with enlarged concepts of liberty, truth, justice, co-operation, peace and righteousness. This should be our objective and this we should not forget.”

-- And finally, Emil Seidel again, with some advice I wish voters would 

take to heart in the next elections: 

“Citizens should become accustomed to look with suspicion upon 

that set of public officials which extol their virtues by continually 
hammering upon the low taxes that are collected by it.  

A home can not be managed without money and just so a city can not be run without money.”

We’re not going back to the days of Seidel and Zeidler and Hoan, but we 

should keep their perspective in mind as we move forward.

In the current governor’s race, you will hear candidates crowing about how much they plan to cut taxes if they’re elected. 

I firmly believe that cutting for the sake of cutting is nothing but a race to the bottom. 

It’s like a beauty contest for anorexics. We’d end up with government of the pathologically gaunt.

You will also hear claims that we need lower taxes to attract business. Well, what prospective employer would want to locate in a town where the libraries are closed and the parks have gone to the dogs? 

Quality of life, not tax rate alone, should be the selling point in courting new enterprise.

And you will hear that ordinary citizens can’t afford to pay higher taxes.

Well, I wonder, Is it really the means we lack, or the will? 

I would argue that it’s the will. If we can make our monthly cell phone payments on time and keep up our cable TV service, why on earth can’t we spend a comparable amount for our public libraries?

Let me close with a couple of simple, common-sense questions:  

When does enough become too much? 

When do we cross the line from prudent fiscal restraint to civic suicide?  I’m reminded of a story my father-in-law used to tell. 

He was a Norwegian Lutheran pastor and a wonderful man who grew up on the South Dakota prairie. 

He once described a farmer back home who was trying to wean his pig from food. 

“I gave him a little less and a little less every day,” said the farmer, “and I almost had him weaned. But then he died.”

Doesn’t that sound like what’s going on today? 

Let’s not starve the body politic.  

Let’s not cut off the supply of ideas and energy and, yes, money to the institutions that constitute our common wealth as a people.  

Of all those institutions, public libraries are certainly among the most important. 

Let no one doubt that what you do is holy work. 

As Milwaukee’s mission statement declares, our public libraries are “every person’s gateway to an expanding world of information.” 

That makes you the gatekeepers. 

That means that you provide access to the treasures of the ages for everyone, without distinction and without charge.

Therefore, closing any public library, or even cutting its hours, amounts to cultural suicide.  

Why would you even think about keeping citizens away from the accumulated riches of their civilization—not to mention car repair manuals, hip-hop CDs, and Danielle Steel? 

Who would willingly dry up these oases of knowledge, safety, and civility?

During various hard times in the past, the unemployed have carried 

signs that read, “Will Work for Food.”  

What we need today is yard after yard sprouting signs that read, “Will Pay for Services.”  I’d certainly put one on my lawn.

What we need today is not a Tea Party but a We Party. 

What we need today is a movement that views government not as a nebulous and predatory them but as a mutually supportive Us. 

When will the pendulum swing back to the side of civic responsibility? 

I don’t know, but I do know that it will swing back only when those of us who believe in the common wealth add our voices to the current clamor. 

We need to make the case again and again that the service we provide is essential, that society functions best when all of us have generous access to information of all kinds on every level. 

We need to help our patrons realize that you get what you pay for, that taxes are not a pointless burden but our social rent.  

And all of us need to speak for government because, in the end, government is all of us.

It is that faith, which at root is our faith in each other, that we need to keep to ensure that our doors remain open for all the generations still to come.

